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The Art of Reduction: Notes on the Dramaturgy of the Short Fiction Film 
Matthias Brütsch 
 
Short films are popular.1 In many countries active short film communities meet regularly at 
crowded festivals, and new developments in media technology, including telecommunications 
and the internet – such as mobile phone films and YouTube – are about to spread the short 
format all over the word. In sharp contrast to this dynamic development (taking place largely 
outside traditional distribution systems), film studies has displayed a persistent lack of interest 
for the short format2 – a surprising disregard, considering that within literary studies the short 
story has always been highly esteemed and intensely discussed.3 
There is a widespread prejudice that short films are of use only as an exercise for 
beginners, as a “calling card” that may help on the path towards making “real,” i.e. feature films. 
In this view, the short film represents an early phase in a filmmaker’s career that has to be 
overcome – a maturity test of sorts. When confronted with a short gag film with a surprise 
ending that sometimes precedes the feature in movie theaters, few people can restrain from 
laughing out loudly or at least grinning silently, but everyone is usually quick to assure 
defensively that such films are really rather silly or puerile. In Switzerland, this reduction of the 
short film to the early exercise has even been confirmed officially; the new rules of public film 
funding in the category of short films (as opposed to all other categories) only allow for two 
requests in the life-time of a filmmaker – after all you can’t continue forever with the sins of 
your youth … 
 
A genre neglected by critics and film scholars 
Biological concepts of film historiography, using life-cycle metaphors such as birth, first steps, 
childhood, adolescence and so on for the early phases in the development of the medium helped 
foster this opinion. It is no coincidence that most books on film history written in this vein see 
                                                
1 A short German version of this article has been published in Filmbulletin (Brütsch 2004). For suggestions and 
criticism I would like to thank Christine N. Brinckmann, Henry M. Taylor and Stefanie Wüest. 
2 There are numerous (mostly succinct) publications about conditions of production and distribution, funding and 
festivals, on individual short films or particular filmmakers’ shorts, but relatively few monographs and articles of 
any theoretical ambition on narrative form, dramatic structure or the aesthetic properties of the format. The growing 
number of manuals for writers of short scripts has not eliminated this theoretical shortcoming, since most of them 
are written for beginners and film students, thus giving a lot of general advice not specific to the task of writing 
short scripts as opposed to writing long scripts. All too often, they suggest the principles of writing features also 
hold true for the short film. A survey of publications is included in the bibliography. 
3 The number of publications on the theory of the short story, especially in English and German, is huge. For a small 
list of selected works see the bibliography. 
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film achieve maturity and become an art form only when the dominance of the one- and two-
reelers ends and the feature takes center stage (end of 1910s / beginning of 1920s).4 According to 
this reasoning, only with feature length film has reached its natural dimension which it was 
destined to attain sooner or later. 
 Other reasons for not taking the short format seriously are of an economic nature. For 
decades the theatrical distribution and exhibition of films has been standardized to the single 
feature, leaving no room for short films. Even the program preceding the main film has 
successively been taken over by commercials and trailers, so that today few owners of movie 
theatres are prepared to sacrifice precious minutes for a short film. 
 And last but not least the significance of the short film is often challenged on 
fundamental grounds. The only real pleasure of going to the movies is said to lie in the intense 
immersion into the fictional universe with its intricate structure and complicating actions, in the 
compassion for the changing destiny of the hero or the disentangling of complex character 
relations. In short, it is the epic dimension that forms the core of films and makes them unique – 
a quality which the short film is obviously lacking. Being brief is only seen as a handicap 
precluding certain effects a “real” film is supposed to have. 
 
Shortness as an opportunity 
In this article, I propose to look at short films from the opposite direction and to think about 
shortness not as an obstacle, but as an opportunity. What is possible not despite but because of 
the limitation in time? What are short films capable of that features cannot achieve? In order to 
make my point clearly, I will focus on films of a few minutes’ length only. This choice is also 
motivated by the fact that a dividing line between short and long at around ten minutes makes 
more sense from a dramaturgical and narratological point of view than the usual distinction of 
short films up to 30 minutes (of which five to ten may be assembled to form a varied program), 
middle-length films from 30 to 65 minutes (of which two or three with similar topics can be 
grouped to a package), and feature or long films (standing on their own), a division grounded in 
a logic of distribution and exhibition. A film like Summertime by Anna Luif (Switzerland 2000), 
developing the story of a young girl’s first amorous experiences in thirty minutes, has a 
dramaturgical three-act structure much more typical of a feature than of short films under ten 
minutes. 
 
Let’s start with a look at Desserts by Jeff Stark (Scotland 1998), a film of three minutes’ length. 
It begins with a long shot of a deserted coastline somewhere up north. After some time, a small 
                                                
4 E.g. Fraenkel 1956: 468–470; Schneider 1990: 257–258; Rollins 2003: 15. 
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dot in the far background slowly starts moving, getting more distinct and finally taking the shape 
of a young man strolling along the beach while humming carelessly. A few steps before reaching 
the immobile camera, he suddenly stops, strongly irritated by something as yet outside our view. 
A tracking shot to the side reveals the object of his irritation: a chocolate éclair, neatly wrapped 
in white paper, lying untouched in the dark sand. The lonely stroller – in the close shots now 
recognizably played by Ewan McGregor – carefully lifts the object from the ground and looks at 
it from different angles, incredulous. Several point-of-view shots panning on either side of the 
coastline follow and show that not a single human being is within sight. The young man still 
seems suspicious, but curiosity soon takes hold of him. First he only sniffs at the deliciously 
seeming éclair. Then he dips his finger into the whipped cream and tastes it hesitatingly – it 
really seems to be fresh and unobjectionable. A last critical look is followed by a hearty bite – 
and then everything happens very quickly: a string suddenly shoots up out of the sand, an iron 
hook pierces through the bewildered stroller’s cheek, pulls him down, drags him through the 
sand into the foaming waves and deep into the dark sea. The waves quickly erase his traces, and 
a few moments later the coastline is as deserted and untouched as in the first shot, now, however, 
appearing slightly more uncanny. 
 
Reduction as a creative principle 
A major quality of Desserts is its strong sense of reduction and simplicity. We can observe this 
first of all in relation to the number of characters and the setting: a single man in a place easy to 
overlook encounters a single object. The mise-en-scène strongly underlines this minimalism, 
especially at the beginning. The long opening shot shows an empty space in which we only 
slowly and gradually recognize the shape of the isolated stroller. At the same time, the wide-
angle lens and the fixed camera give us the impression that everything worth seeing is shown to 
us – even when this does not amount to much. In this way the movie for quite some time does 
not really seem to get started, nor to lay the foundations for a promising development of the 
action. 
Interestingly, in a very short film these circumstances do not prevent the audience from 
being drawn into the fiction. On the contrary, I would claim that knowing at the back of one’s 
mind that the film will only last for a few minutes, such a beginning arouses our curiosity and 
builds up suspense without showing much action. We ask ourselves: where is this film leading 
us? If it starts so slowly and uneventfully, how can it manage to produce an interesting 
development and outcome in the short time remaining? 
The chocolate éclair that after a while suddenly enters the frame presents a first element 
of surprise, but still the direction in which the film is heading remains completely open. The 
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question whether the skeptical stroller will try it or not can hardly justify the engagement of a 
star like Ewan McGregor (even if he was not quite as famous in 1998 as he is now). And there 
does not seem to be enough time to explain how this piece of cake got there. So, with the aid of 
growing sound effects and more active camerawork, Desserts heads towards its climax without 
giving us any clue of how it will possibly end. 
In the feature film, when we approach the climax, the possible outcomes are usually laid 
out as clear alternatives, whereas the short film (and especially the very short film) often does 
not give us any hint whatsoever prior to the actual resolution. The particular quality of Desserts’ 
spectacular twist in the end is that although the events seem quite fantastic, they unexpectedly 
manage to explain everything, while at the same time, by turning the man/animal and 
hunter/hunted relationship upside down, they abruptly elevate a rather banal situation to the level 
of a significant allegory. The question of whether this chocolate éclair is still fresh enough to be 
eaten all of a sudden turns into far-reaching and fundamental questions about the relationship 
between man and nature. 
 
The resolution as point of reference 
Desserts is a good example to show how much a short film can be structurally oriented towards 
its resolution and how important a role the ending can play, especially with films of only a few 
minutes’ length where the closure is somehow imminent from the start. Of course there are 
plenty of short films ending with cheap and superficial twists or gags that are quickly forgotten. 
But this point does not invalidate the narrative or dramatic structure as such, since the best 
examples, those which really catch us unawares, or unexpectedly open up a new perspective and 
a deeper level of meaning, may provoke serious reflection far beyond the immediate effect of the 
final story twist. 
A feature film or a longer short film may also provide food for thought, leaving a lasting 
impact on us. But I would still claim that with the very short film the effect is striking, since it 
seems so out of proportion that a film of only three or four minutes may stay with us for so long 
and be remembered and thought about even after many years. 
 
Desserts is not only an interesting example with respect to beginnings and endings or changes 
from literal to allegorical meaning, it is also quite enlightening regarding character engagement. 
It shows that, if camerawork, mise-en-scene, sound design, etc. are skillfully employed, 
processes of empathy on the part of the spectator can be triggered almost immediately. 
Especially so-called motor mimicry (the partial physical simulation of the situation a character is 
in) can be incited without a long preparatory phase. 
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We know absolutely nothing about the character walking on the shore. We have neither 
time nor reason to build up sympathy for him, yet we have no problem imagining ourselves 
being in his position by asking ourselves: “How would I react if I found a fresh piece of pastry 
on an isolated beach?” Moreover, when we are finally just as surprised by the precipitating 
events as is the character, we almost cannot help mimicking some of his physical reactions: the 
contortion of the face or contraction of the muscles. If anything, the fact that the event is not 
anchored in any particular story or biography (we do not know where and when exactly all this 
takes place, or who the character is) not only gives it a more general or universal appeal, it also 
facilitates our engagement and invites projection. The beach could be anywhere, the man could 
be anyone, and the incident might just as well happen in our own surroundings or to ourselves. 
At the very end our position becomes distanced again. As soon as the allegorical 
implication of the spectacular turn is evident, the strong empathy and almost visceral 
participation turns into more detached satisfaction of seeing man get his just desserts. And yet, 
being part of mankind ourselves, our position remains as ambiguous as the film’s title ... 
 
 
Disturbed routines 
Let us look at another example, Le Taxi by Gabriel Mamruth (France 2000, 9 minutes). A taxi 
stand in Paris on a rainy evening: the camera hovers over a row of waiting cabs, glides down and 
focuses on a middle-aged driver engaged in a crossword puzzle. After some time a young man 
steps in and sits in the back of the car. The cab driver starts his counter, looking at the customer 
in the rear-view mirror and asking for the destination. “We’re going to stay here”, the young man 
replies. “I beg your pardon?” – “We’re not going to move, please.” – “Are you waiting for 
someone?” – “No, not at all.” – “In that case we can’t stay here, mister!” – “My name is 
Jérôme.” The taxi driver is in no mood for bad jokes, he’s at work, after all, and the customer can 
surely tell him where he wants to go. “Nowhere apart from where I live.” – “Well, that’s it, let’s 
go then, what’s your address?” – “I live here. You see the building over there? I live on the top 
floor. It’s small but also cheap.” The taxi driver is about to lose his patience, asks the strange 
customer to leave his cab, but the young man manages to entangle him in a conversation that 
unexpectedly – and because of good acting convincingly – gets more and more personal and 
cordial. It almost seems abrupt when the young man finally tells the taxi driver that he wants to 
pay and leave. When the next customer immediately tells the driver where to go without taking 
further notice, things are back to normal. 
Le Taxi – just like Desserts – focuses on a minimum of characters, one single place and 
one single situation which, at least initially, seems quite ordinary. It also introduces a strong 
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element of irritation. The ordinary, everyday-like situation is quickly disturbed. This happens not 
by showing an object in an inappropriate place as in Desserts, but because the behavior of one of 
the characters seems utterly out of place. 
Once again, one of the major appeals is the tension between the ordinary or trivial (taking 
a cab) and the extraordinary, unusual or bizarre (sitting in a taxi but not wanting to go 
anywhere). How will this constellation evolve within the constraints of only a few minutes? 
Short films have a special gift for creating absurd or paradoxical situations, often arising out of 
banal and everyday circumstances. And the main characters are frequently ordinary people like 
you and me who might not always be completely thrown off track like the protagonist in 
Desserts but who are at least briefly, and meaningfully, disturbed in the routines of their lives 
like the cab driver in Le Taxi. 
 
A significant slice of life 
In contrast to the stroller in Desserts who shows up out of nowhere and is plunged into the sea 
without really having a history or biography, the two main characters in Le Taxi are far more 
anchored in specific lives, about which the dialogue informs us to some extent. We get to know, 
for example, that the taxi driver has immigrated from Argentina, that he has two children who 
are now grown up, and that he has been in his present job for 15 years. In relation to this 
information, the encounter in the taxi, a brief moment in the lives of both characters, appears 
very much like a fragment, a tiny slice of life. This impression is enhanced by the whole scene 
being shot in one long take, and consequently without any elision or compression of story time. 
We witness a piece of life exactly the duration of the film. 
Instead of frantically trying to compensate their reduced formats with wild leaps in time 
or montage sequences, many short films reduce story time to a maximum and thereby gain in 
focus and intensity what they lose in scope and time span. In order to justify this reduction, the 
individual situations or events they concentrate on should of course have special significance and 
open up new perspectives or allow for sudden insights. 
 
The third example I propose to examine is Jani Jäherholm’s Porvari tanssii ja soi (The Call of 
Swing, Finland 2001) – like Desserts only three minutes in length. It begins with three men in 
blue overalls working on the premises of an old factory. Suddenly, a black Mercedes approaches, 
a man in a black suit and tie gets out of the car, takes a record player out of the trunk and places 
it in front of the three men who have stopped working. The man in black opens the rear door of 
the Mercedes to let out another man in a tuxedo who steps on a platform, lifts his hat, bows, and 
performs a little dance as the record player begins playing. As soon as the song is over, the two 
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men get in the car again and drive off. The noise of the factory takes over again, and the three 
men in overalls, who have witnessed the scene without much expression except for slight 
wonder, get back to work. 
 
Laconic ambiguities 
The Call of Swing simultaneously amuses and puzzles its audience. It does not explain the 
strange event we witness. Could it be that the man showing up in his Mercedes is the boss of the 
three factory workers, trying to provide some cheer-up for his employees? If so, is he doing it out 
of concern for their well-being, or rather out of profit considerations, thinking they would work 
more efficiently when being given an occasional break from their monotonous labor? Or are we 
witnessing a fantastic appearance from another time, as the record player, the old-fashioned 
costume and dance as well as the accelerated rendition of the performance, evoking silent films, 
suggest. And what about the three workers remaining silent and just watching with 
expressionless faces? What do they think? – We don’t know, we can only speculate. 
This is another major difference between short and long films. Longer films, especially 
features obeying classical rules of storytelling, usually try to make sure that in the end all 
questions raised are adequately answered. Short films, and especially very short ones, more often 
leave issues open, in suspense, undecided. They may just touch lightly upon a subject without 
having to develop it in a sustained manner. The laconic style of The Call of Swing (characters 
remaining silent, the film as a whole not explaining much) typifies a certain kind of short film; in 
the best examples it achieves an intriguing ambiguity, surprising given their limited duration. 
 
Walkshort by William Toepfer (New Zeeland, 1987, 10 minutes), my fourth and final example, 
demonstrates how radically short films may differ from what we normally expect from a fiction 
film (and usually get when watching a feature). It does not tell a coherent story, does not single 
out one or two characters as protagonists, and it does not have a narrative fitting the classical 
patterns we are used to. Rather than obeying conventions of storytelling, Walkshort establishes 
its own set of rules. The pleasure of watching this film derives less from learning what happens 
to the characters in the story, than from trying to find out what concept or principle informs the 
unfolding of events and the way the story is told. 
The plot consists of a number of chance encounters, and we soon discover that with each 
encounter the narrative attachment passes on to the next character. Every transition involves 
physical contact or a linking object. The whole action takes place on the sidewalk of a single 
street and changes direction with almost every switch from one character to the next. The 
continuous going back and forth is emphasized by the exaggerated sound of the characters’ 
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footsteps. That we remain on the same road despite continuous movements is underlined by the 
small number of recurring noises that enliven the scene acoustically. After some time we also 
realize that the different characters are all played by the same two actors. In the end it turns out 
that the action, a virtual relay race, has again reached its starting point (the final encounter being 
the same as the first). So what all along has appeared to be a progressive and linear structure 
suddenly turns out to form a time loop. 
 
Playing with narrative conventions 
Besides these quite obvious structural principles, which most spectators will grasp without 
difficulty, Walkshort also employs some narrative strategies less easily detected, even though 
much more radical and unique. In addition to the continuous switching from one character to the 
next, each story segment is narrated verbally by the character momentarily taking the lead. So in 
addition to seeing what happens, we are constantly told what occurred in the most direct possible 
way with the characters directly addressing the camera. 
Every screenwriting manual tells you to avoid this: “Don’t be redundant! Don’t have a 
narrator or character tell you what you can show in images!” And yet I would argue that 
Walkshort handles this redundancy brilliantly. It achieves a unique effect, because the “double 
telling” is structured in a way defying all narrative rules. The two instances that narrative theory 
calls the “experiencing I” and the “narrating I” must under normal circumstances be separate, 
since I can only tell what has happened to me retrospectively, from a point in time after the 
events have occurred. But in Walkshort the characters tell us in the past tense what is happening 
to them at the very moment they are speaking, or even what will happen to them in the near 
future. And whereas most films with character or voice-over narration only grant this activity to 
a single character (usually the protagonist), here we have a multiplication of character narration 
to the point that in several scenes there are two characters addressing us simultaneously. 
Furthermore, the characters (besides interacting with others) not only tell us what 
happened to them, they also comment upon it and directly share their thoughts with us. And they 
do so not in a way we are accustomed to (namely through interior monologue where we hear the 
inner voice of the character but don’t see him moving his lips), but rather by directly speaking 
their thoughts into the camera. 
In sum, this demonstrates that Walkshort, despite its appearance as just an odd little film, 
is playing a very intelligent game with narrative conventions. Of course there are some feature 
films that derive appeal from setting up structural principles for the spectators to discover. Le 
fantôme de la liberté (The Phantom of Liberty, France 1974) by Luis Buñuel and Peter 
Greenaway’s Drowning by Numbers (UK/Netherlands 1988) are two such instances. But I would 
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argue that “conceptual” or “structural” narration is better suited for the short film, since 
extending it too far inevitably poses the problem of repetitiveness and of wearing out the 
spectator. In short films such as Ketchup (Manu Coeman and Yvan Goldschmid, 1998), Siete 
cafés por semana (Seven Coffees on a Week, Juana Macías, 1999) or Aufhellungen im Laufe des 
Tages (Anna-Lydia Florin, 2001), to name just three recent examples from Belgium, Spain and 
Switzerland, this problem does not exist, since, as all good short films, they end before we get a 
chance to be bored. 
 
Beware of the bait! 
Magazine articles are also a short format. Therefore my arguments have only touched upon a few 
peculiarities of this appealing film form. On several occasions I have foregrounded specific 
characteristics of the short film by opposing them – rather bluntly – to “the feature.” My claim is 
not, of course, that all features obey classical rules of storytelling, nor that only short films are 
capable of narrative innovation. This assertion is just as wrong as the reduction of short films to 
the quick and superficial amusement. My focus was on narrative patterns and effects that can be 
shown to work especially well in the short format. Many of these patterns, e.g. the open ending, 
the sudden shift from literal to allegorical meaning, or the play with narrative convention, can 
also be found in features. And if, as I would argue, some of these unorthodox structures seem 
less common in feature length than in short films, it is still difficult to determine whether this is 
because of narrative constraints having to do with the time format or because of economical and 
ideological pressures stemming from production and distribution practices. The aim of this paper 
is not to set up a false binary between the feature and the short film, but to show that not only the 
former, but also the latter has fields of excellence of its own. The specific effects of short films 
have more to do with allusion, paradox, ambiguity, simplicity and playfulness than with epic 
grandeur, complete fictional immersion and intricate plot development. By showing that they can 
nonetheless be based on elaborate narrative structures only appearing to be simple, I hope to 
have contributed to the revision of the persistent opinion that short films are not worthy of 
serious reflection. 
To conclude, I would like to pronounce a warning for those not yet infected by the short 
film virus. The baits laid out at festivals and other short film events seem delicious. But keep in 
mind that once you take a bite, you risk staying hooked for good ... 
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Abstract: 
Short films are often reduced to beginners’ first exercises or to quick and superficial 
amusements, and shortness is usually seen as a handicap and not an opportunity. “The Art of 
Reduction” looks at short films from the opposite angle and asks what they are capable of not 
despite of but because of the limitation in time. A close analysis of four examples shows a 
number of narrative patterns and effects working especially well in the short format. Among 
them are the establishment of paradox situations, a fragmentary slice-of-life-structure, the 
sudden shift from literal to allegorical meaning, the play with narrative conventions, a laconic 
or allusive style and the open or ambiguous ending. 
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